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Abstract: In the past decade in the United States we have witnessed a surge in the divorce through the
21st century. Within the past decade these numbers have been slowing, leaving many asking for what the
original increase was caused by. This paper looks into the possible driving variables for divorce in
couples in the United States from the early 1970s to present. Using data from the Michigan Panel Study
of Income Dynamics, our model will focus on dependent variable divorce and how factors such as income
of wife and husband, age married, and education level; possibly impact divorce in couples. Based on
observed literature, we expect to find that couples with higher education experience lower levels of
divorce, while those couples with higher income levels experience increased divorce levels.

I.

Introduction

We’ve all heard the rumored statistic on the radio, television, or seemingly observed it
ourselves – “50% of marriages end in divorce”. Yes, that the sacred act of marriage has been
tarnished by up and coming generations, and will never be the same. This statistic that has
loomed over a generation, has led to thousands of publications and studies; some trying to prove
it and some to debunk it. In actuality, this statistic is not actually a statistic, but rather a
prediction. According to the Institute for Family Studies, this “statistic” originated from the early
1980s and came from scholars who projected this would be the divorce rate of couples married at
that time. A few years later in 1992, some scholars at the Census Bureau too stated this
projection. How this projection-made-statistic became monstrously repeated year after year is
unknown, but untrue. The actual percent of divorces that end is marriages, as of 2015 was around
42-45% (IFS, 2015) and has been on a decline. Has this decline come from the change in family
structure, or something else?
This paper aims to enhance the understanding of why divorce rates have been changing,
by looking into two key components of the modern family that have changed over the past
century – education and income levels. These two components have changed for both partners in
the family over time, but greater change has occurred for the wives. No longer are men always
the bread winner, and hardly ever do women stay at home with the sole job of maintaining a
household and raising kids. Today, we typically see both partners working to support the family,
and sometimes even the woman may be the bread winner. In addition, an increasing number of
women have begun to attend college, whereas decades ago it was mostly men. It leaves one
wondering, if such a drastic change in the family structure has affected the relationship between

partners, and to what extent? Further, we wonder if this a piece of the answer as to why the
divorce rate has changed.
The economic models in which this paper is based on is that of Lui and Vikat (2004).
They ran multiple models which had a number of controls such as wife’s age at marriage, wife’s
children from previous unions, husband’s children from previous, order of current marriage for
the husband, and age of oldest shared child. The model this paper is concerned with was their
third model which contained all controls, total income of spouses together, the relative income of
the spouses compared, the age difference of spouses, the husband’s education level, and the
wife’s education level. The dependent variable, was a proxy for “intensity of divorce” with
consideration to time. They claimed the model faced difficulty due to a number of reasons such
as a large data set, and the paper was not published in its completed form with empirical results.
My paper will be following their model similarly, but a number of important changes. My
dependent variable will be a dummy for divorce, I will be abandoning a number of their controls,
and including both the incomes of the spouses rather than a variable showing one relative to the
other. In addition, I will look into control variables observed in the study by Rotz (2012) who
included controls for region of marriage, and minimum age laws by state.
The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 gives a brief literature review.
Discussion of the data and selected variables are in Section 3. Section 4 includes the imperial
methodology and results. Finally, Section 5 presents and breaks down the empirical findings.
This is followed by a conclusion and limitations wrap up in Section 6.

II.

Literature Review

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in fall 2017 there were 20.4
million students expected to attend college – 56.37% of those would be women (NCES, 2017).
In the 21st century there is a greater emphasis on education, and women increasingly have been
in the lead. Numerous studies have concluded that this has an effect on marriage to an extent,
some such as Isen & Stevenson (2010) found that although women of all education background
have increasingly delayed marriage compared to earlier decades, this delay has been larger
among those with higher education. A traditional bachelor’s degree takes around 4 years to
complete, which could be attributed to a portion of the longer delay experienced by collegeeducated women.
This trend of women marrying for the first time in life are typically more educated was too
observed by Rotz (2012) who concluded that, “controlling for marriage cohort effects, the rate of
college graduation increases by 1.5 percentage points if one considers a group of brides who are
one year older,”. There is evidence that college –educated women delay marriage longer than
non-college graduates, but the degree of which this affects the length and health of the marriage
is hard to measure. Divorce in the last 20 or so years has dropped off more sharply among
college graduates (Isen & Stevenson, 2010) which hints at the possibility that women with higher
education levels may select a more compatible partner. Although according to a study conducted
by Rotz (2012), “increased education of brides only accounts for about 15 percent of the change
in divorce rates from 1980 to 2003,”. This metric though, is the finding of a single researcher and
has yet to be challenged. Most research on education level and divorce tends to focus on the
wife’s education level due to the changes of college participation that have been observed in the

past 50 years. It is interesting to note that there is a sparse number of studies that exist, that
compare the education levels of partners and how they affect the probability of divorce.
Considering the strong relationship between level of education and earnings, it comes as no
surprise that along with an increasing level of education being observed in women, there have
been higher wages observed. Not only this, but there has been a drastic change in family
structure as a result of this in combination with other factors such as improved technology. After
the mid 20th century, the need for a “stay at home” mother had begun to diminish. This
specialization model – of the father as the bread winner, and wife as the task-doer at home – was
becoming increasingly inefficient. Rather, it was more efficient for a woman to join the work
force and too earn a wage to support the family. Not long after this transition sped up,
researchers such as Oppenheimer in the 1980s began to recognize that the traditional models
change could have impact on marital stability. Women’s attributes to marriage were now more
similar to that of the males, which he suggested could lead to marriage delays in future
generations since women may experience work attachment and wish to renegotiate the traditional
terms of marriage (Oppenheimer, 1988).
Focusing on the wages aspect of women working, higher income of women has been connected
to higher levels of divorce (Ressler & Waters, 2000) (Lui & Vikat, 2004). An explanation of this
has been the independence effect: a woman gains less from marriage if she earns more than her
partner (Lui & Vikat, 2004). In earning more than her partner, a woman is considered more
financially secure, and does not need to depend on her significant other. The independence effect
has been increasingly more important since the change in marital structure that was previously
mentioned, since when wives did not earn their own income they were highly dependent on their

spouse’s income. If a woman is unhappy in her marriage she would be more likely to leave if she
possessed the ability to be financially independent, rather than if she was dependent.
In addition to the economical explanations of the relationship, some studies also take into
the consideration of the social effects of a wife earning a higher wage. When taking the models
of Oppenheimer and applying them to Sweden, Lui & Vikat (2004) recognized that the impact of
a women’s higher earnings varied across cultures. Each culture has its “traditional” family
structure and norms that come along with it. In cultures in which husbands typically value their
position as “bread-winner” in the family, their wife earning a higher wage has an increasingly
negative impact on marriage stability. This notion could possibly be expanded and suggest that
in cultures in which the male’s position as “bread-winner” is valued, a wife with higher wages
causes greater martial instability since it clashes with social norms.
III.

Data

The data for this study was gathered by the Michigan Panel Study of Income Dynamics,
and was pulled for the year 2013 in the United States. There are over 7,000 observations
considered in our study. Our independent variables we will be observing and their
corresponding description are:
•

“Wages/ Salary of Head” / wageshead – total wages earned altogether from 2012 before
any deductions such as taxes are made. “Age of Head” / agehead – age of the head of the
household.

•

“Age of Wife”/ agewife – age of the wife of the household.

•

“Completed ED Head” / eduhead – head’s level of highest education attained; in the
range 1-16. For example, a value of 8 indicates eight grade completed.

•

“Head marital status” / divorce – marital status of the head of the house. This is our
dummy variable; a value of 0 indicates married and 1 indicates divorce.
Our dependent variables for this study will be as follows:

•

“Wages/ Salary of Wife” /wageswife – total wages earned altogether from 2012 before
any deductions such as taxes are made.

•

“Completed ED Wife” / eduwife – wife’s level of highest education attained; in the range
1-16. For example, a value of 8 indicates eight grade completed

In our first regression wageswife will be our dependent while in our second regression the
dependent will be eduwife. Both variables will act as an independent variable in the regression in
which the other is the dependent.
In order to see trends between divorced families, before creating and running a regression
descriptive statistics were produced for the group of observations. All divorced couples were
then pulled from the group to form our control. These descriptive statistics can be found in
the tables below. Comparing the two groups, there are a handful of noticeable differences.
Test Group

Control Group

For the test group, mean wageshead was over $10,000 higher than that of the control
group. For wageswife we saw the opposite, in which the mean was over $6,000 more for
divorced women. This actually would fall in line with the conclusions of the studies by
Ressler & Waters (2000) and Lui and Vikat (2004) who found that on average women with
higher salaries had higher chances of divorce. Therefore, it should be no surprise the
divorced group has a higher mean salary of the wife. Taking a look at our two variables for
the ages of the wife and head of household, we see that in the test group the heads are
younger than that of the control group, and the women are older than that of the control
group. In terms of our variables measuring highest attained education, we see that for
eduhead and eduwife the mean is slightly higher, only by less than a year of schooling for
the test group compared to the control. This is in line with the findings from the study done
by Rotz (2012) who found that divorce had declined greater for college-educated women
over non-college educated.
IV.

Empirical Methodology

From our literature review we found support for two arguments: that higher levels
of education have an effect on divorce, and increased income for the wife has impact on
divorce. In order to test these both we will be creating three separate regressions. Two of
our regressions will be Least Squares regressions and are:
wageswife = β0 + β1 wageshead + β2 agehead + β3 agewife + β4 eduhead + β5 eduwife + β6 divorce
eduwife = β0 + β1 wageshead + β2 agehead + β3 agewife + β4 eduhead + β5 wageswife + β6 divorce

Our other model will be a Binary Probit Model with equation:
divorce = β0 + β1 wageshead + β2 agehead + β3 agewife + β4 eduhead + β5 eduwife + β6 wageswife

Before running the models, a handful of predictions were made and a correlation test was
run. The correlation test can be seen below, and shows that no variables were highly positively or
negatively correlated except for agehead and agewife – which were highly positively correlated.
In addition, there were a handful of findings that were surprising. Wages of the head
(wageshead) and the age of the head (agehead) were negatively correlated, which goes against
findings of Ressler and Waters (2000) that age and wages typically do increase together due to
increased education and experience. Education of the head (eduhead) and age of the head
(agehead) were also negatively correlated, which goes against numerous findings. Although
increased education has diminishing marginal returns, we would expect the correlation to be
positive. Another finding in the correlation which was eye opening was that wages of the wife
(wageswife) and divorce (divorce) were negatively correlated. This goes against Ressler and
Waters (2000) who found that divorced women typically earn more money than those married.

For Regression 1, we predict that divorce will have a significant positive impact on
wageswife due to previous studies done such as Ressler and Waters (2000) and Lui and Vikat
(2004) that found a relationship between higher wages for wives and increased levels of divorce.
For Regression 2, we predict that divorce will have a significant negative impact on eduwife due
to studies such as Isen & Stevenson (2000) who found a relationship between higher education
and lower rates of divorce. Finally, for both Regression 1 and 2, we predict that results across the
board may not have low levels of significance due to the large gaps in data caused by unreported
metrics.
V.

Results

For Regression 1, the adjusted R-Squared is 8.7%, which means that 8.7% of the variance
can be explained by our model. For Regression 1, education of wife/ eduwife, education of head/
eduhead, and age of wife/ agewife are statistically significant at a 1% level of significance.
Independent variable age of head/ agehead is statistically significant at a 10% level of
significance.
Regression 1’s results:
•

For every 1% increase in eduwife, there is a 215% increase in wageswife, ceteris paribus.

•

For every 1% increase in eduhead there is a 198% increase in wageswife, ceteris paribus.

•

For every 1% increase in agewife there is a -366% decrease in wageswife, ceteris paribus.

•

For every 1% increase in agehead there is a 213% increase in wageswife, ceteris paribus.

As for Regression 2 there are slightly better results with an R-Squared of 27%, meaning that
about 27% of the variance can be explained by our model. eduhead, agehead, wageshead, and
wageswife are all statistically significant at a 1% level of significance. Independent variable
agewife is statistically significant at a 10% level of significance.
Regression 2’s results:
•

For every 1% increase in eduhead, there is a 39% increase in eduwife, ceteris paribus.

•

For every 1% increase in agewife there is a 1.8% increase in eduwife, ceteris paribus.

•

For every 1% increase in agehead, there is a -4% decrease in eduwife, ceteris paribus.

*wageshead and wageswife both had very minimal effects on the dependent variable.

For my Binary Probit Model, the McFadden R-Squared was 2.1%, with variables
eduhead and wageshead both statistically significant at a 1% level of significance. eduhead had a
coefficient smaller than .0001, while wageshead, had a coefficient of .00648. Therefore, for
every 1% increase in eduhead there is a .6488% increase in the probability of divorce. This
finding is suprising considering the work of Rotz (2012) who found that higher levels of
education had a negative impact on divorce.

IV. Conclusions and Considerations
Looking back to the literature in which helped inspire my paper, it is clear that for models of
divorce, there are typically lower R-Squared and many insignificant variables. Due to this, some
studies have been halted, or are still in progress such as Lui and Vikat (2000). My findings are
very much in line with previous work. Our third model is the best for the data – with divorce
Binary Probit models are more common than Least Squares. In my third model there was
evidence that the wage and education of the husband have an impact on divorce, but not the wife.
This is not in line with Rotz (2012), Ressler and Waters (2002) or Lui and Vikat (2000). I
think the reason being that the variables for the wife were not significant was because of the
flaws in the data. Both eduwife and wageswife had many missing accounts and error within the
data. For wageswife a 0 could have meant not only the person did not report the metric, but could
have also meant that they truly did not earn a salary. This would be impossible to judge which
situation each one is, therefore I did not remove the 0’s; which could definitely hurt our results.
Overall there were a handful of issues that could have caused such weak results. First off – a
limitation of variables. Many models similar to the one I based mine off of, had race as an
important variable, as well as numerous other variables such as minimum age of marriage (by
state) that I did not have access too.
After presenting my findings, there were a number of other points brought to my
attention. One important point, was that there should be consideration of how many of these
divorces were not the first, and how many marriages were not either. There is literature that
points to the fact that divorce is more likely with remarriage, and this could be skewing my
results. In the future, I would look to find other data that has records of remarriages so I can see
their impact in my model.
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